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YEAR 1520 OF THE FOURTH Astra Reign

The rain fell for months in the region and the forests were thick and lush because of it. From deep within the canyons of the White Lions Mountain range, the war drums of the Sky Castle announced the movement of the Astra Knight army. The realm was deeply entrenched in a savage war between forces of the Light and forces of the Dark. The Astra King’s grip on the realm slowly began to slip, for the Shadow spread down from the North and so the tension mounted. The High Mountain Road ran deep into the White Lions Mountains, and it acted as the only true route of transportation through the treacherous hills. Astra Knights were seen day and night as they patrolled and conducted security checks to protect the region from intruders, especially in such dangerous times. Often seen in the distances were their torches, and if those were not in sight, one only had to look hard for the bright gleam of their Astra Blades. Blades made from the hardest and most powerful element in the entire realm. Even through the darkest of shadows, Ether Glass would light the way.

A hooded figure emerged from the forest. He walked slowly and with purpose, as he followed the Astra Knights from a distance, eyeing them.

Stalking them, hunting them.

Each step sank into the Earth under his immense weight and when he stood tall, his height reached well over seven feet. A long black cape trailed behind him and rustled silently in the wind; it appeared to meld into the shadows, giving it the semblance that it was endless. Giant strides brought him closer and closer to the unsuspecting soldiers and yet they could not hear or sense him. He moved like a shadow, he was a shadow, seemingly catlike in his agility, and he found himself within arm’s reach in a matter of seconds. From beneath his cloak, his hand emerged, in his palm hovered a black orb of energy that throbbed with the intensity of a dying star. In one motion he swept his arm across the backside of four Astra Knights and sent them flying into the forest like they were children’s dolls. Before the other Knights realized what had happened, the man turned to them and drew his other hand out. As he did, the ball of black energy formed into a long jagged black blade, six feet in length that sliced through their armor and flesh, discerning no difference between the two. The Astra Knights crumpled into pieces, their wounds sizzled and smoked, and were charred black as night. The Shadow Titan smirked beneath his hood, and returned his hands beneath his cloak as he marched on down the road. 

“Halt! Stop right there sir, show your face.” Two armed Astra Knights stood determined a hundred yards away.  

The Shadow Titan lowered his gaze, and moved on without looking up at them. 

“Sir, you are trespassing on the land of the Astra King, ruler of the Sky Kingdom and the White Lions Mountain region. As an Astra Knight of the King’s first regiment, I order you to stop where you are this instant.”

The Shadow Titan stopped dead in his tracks and slowly raised his gaze. A deep guttural laugh emerged from beneath his hood. The Astra Knights drew their swords, baffled looks on their faces made it seem like they were unsure of what else they could do. 

“Remove your hood or we will be forced to attack you sir, and we will not hold back if you continue to disobey our orders.” The Astra Knight on the left stepped forward, and kept his sword pointed toward the Shadow Titan. His partner on the right stood behind him with a nervous look on his face. 

The Shadow Titan stepped forward, now within striking distance of the two Knights. He turned his head and stared only at the Knight in the rear, as he ignored the knight directly in front of him. For a brief second a cloud of darkness fell over the Knight’s eyes. 

“Do not make another move, or I will be forced to—” The Knight’s body dropped to the ground, blood sprayed from his neck and his head rolled down past the Shadow Titan’s feet and settled onto the side of the road in a shallow mud puddle. The other Knight fell to his knees, a look of disbelief on his face, clutching his sword that dripped with his partner’s blood. A look of horror on his face as he stared in shock at his blade, then slowly looked up at the Shadow Titan, who had remained perfectly still and silent as far as the Astra Knight could tell, this entire time. 

“How?” was all he managed to sputter before the man of darkness leaped into the air, his Shadow Blade emerging from beneath his cloak.

All was silent as he moved in one motion to cleave off the head of the remaining Knight. The sizzle of skin and the dull thud of a head hitting the ground several yards away was the only noise to be made. 

The Shadow Titan turned his head, and stared back into the forest for a moment, looking long and hard into the darkness. Slowly he turned back and continued his way up the road. The Sky Castle loomed large in the distance, another three days march without rest at least. The immense towers stood tall, even against the backdrop of the mountains, while the great wall that defended the castle wrapped around and into the mountainside, looming nearly a mile high and a quarter mile deep. The wall was made of impenetrable Ethereal Glass or Ether Glass for short, the substance so pure and true, that it could cut through even the darkest of evils. Like clockwork, every two thousand years, when the gravitational nexus of the Light Sun and the Dark Sun crossed paths; two asteroids met the Earth in nearly the same locations. One asteroid landed in the North, in an area known as the Shadow Kingdom. It was enshrouded at all times by deep black clouds and dark, sinister magic known to be used there. Across the realm, there was a decree issued by the Astra King, that these Dark Magic be deemed unnatural and therefore against the natural order. In retaliation, the Shadow King declared war, and unleashed his army on every corner of the realm. 

Darkness fell and the rain persisted, yet the Shadow Titan trudged on relentlessly. In the distance he heard the sounds of men, yelling and laughing. 

“Fools,” he whispered to himself, his attention drawn toward the men. He moved quickly into the shadows of the edge of the forest that lined the road. Eventually, he saw the bright flames of the campfire that this troop of Astra Knights made for the night. He counted at least eight of them, fully armed. 

“Salazar,” a voice in his head called to him, for that was the Shadow Titan’s name. Salazar knelt back into the shadows to listen for further instructions. 

“Dispose of those men as discreetly as possible, there are more troops further on down the road and we need to draw as little attention to ourselves as possible.” 

“Understood.” And just as quickly as it appeared the voice was gone, it left Salazar alone in the shadows as he listened intently to the laughter of the Knights, and the sounds of the rain that fell all around him. Salazar moved stealthily through the trees as he circled around the campsite to gain an advantage. Many of the soldiers would be drunk on ale, making it easier for him. 

There was a rustle in the bushes behind Salazar, and he whipped around, reacting to the slight sound of a small branch cracking, but there was nobody there. 

Salazar refocused on the task at hand, spotting an armed watchguard several yards off. He crouched down low and slipped through the bushes, and within seconds he laid the body of the guard down, throat agape and spewing blood, like a slaughtered animal. The rest of the Knights remained oblivious. Salazar held his hand up toward the group of Knights and before their eyes, their campfire roared to life, from a calm crackling red to a menacing and ominous black that gave off no light. The Knights were instantly sobered, reaching frantically for their swords and armor, but in the darkness it was chaos, and Salazar ran in wildly with two full Shadow Blades. The screams were bloodcurdling and guttural as one by one the Knights were eviscerated, even in the shadows, their blood sprayed violently across the forest, painting the trees a deep crimson. In a matter of moments, it was finished. Salazar sat down next to the fire and drained the last of the horn of ale. The smell of roasted boar drifted invitingly to him and he helped himself to a large helping of meat. The metallic stink of blood and entrails wafted in the air throughout the night, and while Salazar slept, birds, rodents and small foxes cautiously approached to feed on the corpses. On one occasion, Salazar awoke with a start, he scanned through the darkness, but again he saw nothing. Somewhere in the darkness, off in the distance, he made out the faint, yet unmistakable sound of a man running. 

It was forty years since the last asteroids fell, and for forty years the realm warred over the precious materials that were harvested from them. This was the furthest that the Astra Kingdom was penetrated thus far, and Salazar was on the verge of reaching the crater. He knew that there would more than likely be another line of defense that he would need to overcome. He waited in the surrounding forest until darkness fell, but no Astra Knights approached the area for hours. Finally, just as Salazar was going to leave his perch, a troop of six armed Knights marched by carrying torches. He crouched in the shadows and listened to them as they passed.

“It’s been forty fucking years since this thing has fallen and nobody has been within a hundred miles of here!” one of the Knights complained to the others.

“They are our orders and who are we to disobey them? Besides, it’s more peaceful here than being sent out to a battle somewhere against Shadow Knights.”

A murmur of agreement came from the troops as they stopped to rest. They unstrapped their belts and lay their weapons down on the ground. Even in the darkness with only the faint, flickering glow from the flames of the torches, their Ether Glass blades resonated brightly. The first Knight used his torch to light up a pipeful of tobakk leaf and he sat back and smoked it thoughtfully before he continued on his rant. 
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